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Abstract 
 
This project seeks to examine Joseph Conrad’s framing of the land of the Congo as wild, 
mystical, feminine, and corruptive in the novel Heart of Darkness. The project argues that 
Heart of Darkness should be read as both a work that represents and reproduces colonial 
discourses, but also as a work of high aesthetic quality. The novel should thus not be 
dismissed purely for political reasons, but readers should not be unaware of its political 
implications either. The project is based on George Lakoff’s theory of framing as found in 
Don’t Think of an Elephant, Lakoff and Johnson’s theory of conceptual metaphors, as well 
McClintock’s description of colonial discourses and imperial history. The analysis is a close-
reading of Heart of Darkness that focuses on metaphorical concepts, framing and political 
and philosophical ideas behind particular representations and conceptualizations, in particular 
a metaphorical schema that we have called LAND IS FEMALE, as well as anxieties related 
to loss of moral orientation, loss of agency, and more. The project concludes that Heart of 
Darkness is fundamentally a novel that reproduces colonial discourses through, for instance, 
the LAND IS FEMALE-schema, yet it does so with an ambivalence and complexity that 
makes the novel well-suited for the exploration of ideas in colonial literature; particularly 
men’s views on lands, women, colonies, and more, as well as what may be characterized as 
male anxieties. 
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Introduction 
 
The project seeks to examine Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness through a poststructuralist 
perspective. The project emphasizes the role of metaphorical concepts as a way to illuminate 
underlying ideas and concepts that lie beyond what may otherwise be viewed as being 
“neutral” discursive constructions. The primary aim of this project is to continue the work 
that Michael Kimmel has done on Heart of Darkness and to explore cognitive schemas and 
concepts present in the novel with the intention of illuminating colonial discourse embedded 
in representations.   
The project seeks to not only examine conceptual metaphors in Heart of Darkness as part 
of a common frame of wilderness, mysticality, femininity, and corruption, but also seeks to 
examine the extent to which such metaphors can be used as efficient communicators of 
colonialism and power. The latter is more so a philosophical endeavour than a literary one, 
and it is in this fusion of the literary and philosophical that we hope to illuminate the uses of 
metaphors, as well as the many forms that such metaphors can take. We acknowledge that 
metaphorical concepts are one way, among many, to conceptualize dominance over a subject, 
yet the extent, and usefulness, of such a metaphor is what has drawn us to this topic. 
Furthermore, it is our hope that the project captures both the colonial political implications, 
but also the literary quality of Heart of Darkness. Although the project criticizes 
reproductions of colonial discourse in the novel, such reproduction should not be a hindrance 
in reading the novel for its profound literary and aesthetic quality. Heart of Darkness has, for 
example, been both dismissed as a “racist” piece of literature (as described in Chinua 
Achebe’s essay An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness) and later re-
captured as an important piece of literature of high aesthetic quality (as seen in Wilson 
Harris’s The Frontier on which ‘Heart of Darkness’ Stands). Although racist may be too 
harsh a word, we argue that Heart of Darkness contains both of these (and more) 
perspectives, all of which should not serve to eliminate one another, but rather grant different 
understandings and insights into the experiences of, in particular, colonizing men in the late 
nineteenth century.  
Additionally, we will use George Lakoff’s theory of  “framing” as a means to describe the 
way that the land of the Congo is framed as being feminine, dangerous, mystical, and 
corruptive.  
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The theory of framing is most often used to describe political framing used in media (as is 
the case in Lakoff’s Don’t Think of an Elephant), however, due to its close relation with 
structural metaphors, framing can be used as a constructive supplement to literary analysis. 
Anne McClintock’s description on ‘claiming ownership’, ‘virgin territories’, ‘gender 
violence’ and ‘men of margins’, will be used to argue how colonizing men are in a constant 
conflict with themselves and their relations to the subjugated territory. 
The project is situated within a postcolonial framework. Postcolonialism is a divergent 
term because it occurs differently in different countries. There will, for instance, be 
differences to be found in the colonial literature of India and the Congo. It is therefore 
important to be aware of one’s own political standpoints, time, and academic possibilities and 
limitations, but also to take into account the writer’s own cultural and historical background 
when reading and analyzing postcolonial texts (McLeod 5-6). 
John McLeod (2010) describes colonialism as a commercial venture, in the seventeenth 
and early eighteenth century, for some of the great Western countries such as the United 
Kingdom, Spain, Portugal, and France. Colonialism also dates back to the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries when Christopher Columbus “discovered” America in trying to find the 
Western sea route to the Indies. Underlying the attempt to take over and control these 
countries was the desire to create opportunities and generate wealth for the home country 
(McLeod 7-10). 
McLeod makes a distinction between the terms imperialism and colonialism: Imperialism 
is an ideological project that still holds its economic and military power over one nation, 
whereas colonialism is a form of practice that rises from imperialism and focuses on the 
settlement of people in a new location. Imperialism does not concern the settlement as much 
nor demands the settlement for making imperialism function. Colonialism is being argued to 
be virtually over, but imperialism continues acting by securing wealth and power through the 
continuing economic exploration of other nations (McLeod 9-11). 
According to McLeod, the colonizers are through the values of colonialism indoctrinated 
to believe that it is their responsibility to save the subservient people from their lack in values 
and “primitive” lifestyle. In this way, McLeod argues that the colonizers are able to justify 
that they are actually helping the “primitive” out of their poor living conditions, and helping 
them reach for a better life (McLeod 20-21). They are the ones with power and they thereby 
have the ability to define the colonized people’s identity in terms of negative representations. 
Furthermore, the colonial subject is being forced into internalisation of the self as an Other. 
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McLeod gives an example: a regular (white) man was supposed to act in accordance to his 
own sense of self, whereas a black man was supposed to act in accordance to the role of a 
black man, and was therefore perceived as Other. This highlights the difference and division 
between two people who, in theory, are equal individuals but who are made unequal by 
colonialism. Colonizers are portrayed as being intelligent, privileged, and civilized, while the 
Other is regarded as something that is outdated, primitive, and as something to be explored 
and saved (McLeod 21-26). McLeod also states how some critics have been questioning 
whether Conrad’s thoughts in a way support a colonialist point of view in which peoples are 
placed in a hierarchical manner where some people are superior to others or if, on the 
contrary, his purpose is in fact to debate the general project of colonialism (McLeod 26-27). 
We will keep this in mind when elaborating on how Heart of Darkness can be interpreted as a 
colonial novel, an interpretation that is intricately connected to the frame of wilderness, 
mysticality, femininity, and corruption. 
The overall problem that we wish to examine can be formulated as follows:  
 
How does the frame of wilderness, mysticality, femininity, and corruption present in Heart of 
Darkness relate to colonial discourse? 
 
Our theoretical foundation will be presented and discussed in-depth in the next part of the 
project. However, before discussing the theoretical foundation of the project we wish to 
briefly present Heart of Darkness as a “frame story” and comment on the role of narrators in 
the novel. 
On The Narrative Structure of Heart of Darkness 
 
In the following section we will elaborate on the novel’s narrative technique. The narrative 
highlights the complexity of Heart of Darkness together with the point of view the novel is 
told through.  
Heart of Darkness, is constructed as a narrative within a narrative, a construction that may 
be classified as a “frame story”. This is constructed on the basis of the novel having an 
unknown narrator who describes Marlow, while Marlow himself serves as a 1st person 
narrator for his own story. Both narrators tell the story by looking back in time, presumably 
several years, thus both narratives are presented as memories, further strengthening a sense of 
Amalie Houmann, Guðrun Henrysdóttir Thomsen, Mathias Nikolaj Reidl & Sofie Charlotte Christensen 
Roskilde University 2016 
 
 7 
“blurriness” or uncertainty. One could speculate who the unknown narrator is, and one 
obvious possibility might be that it is Conrad himself. This is one of many levels at which the 
novel presents itself as being ambivalent or ambiguous, as it leaves the question of whether 
the descriptions and observations belong to Marlow’s own thoughts, or if they are in fact 
filtered through the unknown narrator. Subsequently, the reader may become disoriented to 
an extent because of the structure of the novel where the narrative viewpoints, without any 
notice, shift between the storytellers. Conrad appears to draw upon experiences from his time 
as a steamboat captain and combines these with the fictional story. 
  In the following quote Marlow’s narrative is being emphasized: “. . . but I have a voice, 
too, and for good or evil mine is the speech that cannot be silenced” (Conrad 45). He talks 
directly to the reader and proves that he has a voice, and that this voice is representing 
whatever he experiences. He steps out of the normal narrative and reaches out to include the 
reader into his own conscious to insure that he cannot and will not be ignored as a silent 
character. This shows Marlow as a reflective and independent-minded person, but it becomes 
a challenge on his beliefs about good and evil during his rough trip down the Congo river. 
The experience is hard, but it will not keep him without any words. He needs to dive into the 
past in attempt to understand the present, he has to recall his memories so that he can process 
them properly, which he does by telling his story.  
These two narrators identify a lot with each other and thereby become intertwined and 
linked together. There are shifts between the narrators’ writings where sometimes the 
unknown narrator describes what Marlow is doing, and there are times where Marlow goes 
back to telling his own story. In this way, Marlow’s personal story is being told through a 
narrator,’ who has the option to twist and turn the content to a certain degree. The story 
begins with the unknown narrator observing and telling about four men on a boat on the 
Thames. Then, Marlow, starts to tell his story about the time when he decided to take a job as 
a captain on a steamboat.  
It is Marlow’s own thoughts and retrospects that are being told. The descriptions in the 
novel are biased by his own views and personal thoughts about the colonization of the Congo, 
which are some of Conrad’s own personal experiences. The references to the historical 
background, such as the treatment of the natives and the importance of collecting raw 
materials related to Belgian history at the end of the nineteenth century. Thus, an 
understanding of Belgian colonial history is essential as it affects the setting of the novel. 
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Historical Overview and Political Standpoints 
 
This part of the project serves as a brief introduction to Joseph Conrad, Belgian colonial 
History in the 1800s as well as Edward Said’s notion of Orientalism and the role of 
intellectuals. 
Joseph Conrad 
 
Joseph Conrad was born in the Russian-controlled part of Ukraine (formerly Polish) in 1857. 
Conrad and his family were associated with the Szlachta which was a privileged class related 
to Polish nobility, and they were bearers of the Nałęcz coat of arms. Especially Polish 
patriotic literature was popular among the polish population of that area (Najder 3-4). He 
descended from a patriotic line of men. Conrad’s paternal grandfather fought under the 
Russian Campaign for Prince Józef Poniatowski, and his father's nationalist movements had 
gotten him imprisoned by the Russians. 
Conrad was homeschooled by his father, as they moved a lot, but when Conrad was 11 his 
father died – four years after his mother had died from the same illness – tuberculosis (Najder 
xxi). He went to live with his maternal uncle, but as Conrad was often sick and did not do 
well in school his uncle wanted him to learn a trade, instead of focusing on schoolwork. Later 
in life, after a short stay at an orphanage, he moved to France, and afterwards he went to 
England to join the British merchant marine (Najder 46-48, 64-66). 
Especially Conrad’s earlier works were inspired by his own travels. In Heart of Darkness 
we see this as he used to work with a Belgian trading company for some years where he 
functioned as a captain of a steamer that led him to sail the Congo River (Stape 113).  
Through his years of sailing, his views on Poland and hopes changed drastically. In the 
beginning of his journeys, he believed he could come home to Poland and that would be his 
final destination, but later on he left his Panslavic beliefs and came to recognize England as 
his refuge (Najder 104). 
At age 36, after having sailed the sea for 15 years, embarking on journeys that had taken 
him to many foreign ports as far away as India and Australia, he chose to follow a literary 
path and quit his day job of sailing, and never returned to sea again except in his writings 
(Najder 209). He also finished his life on sea partly due to bad health which he had suffered 
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from all his life. He published his first novella ‘Almayer’s Folly’ in 1895 and wrote until the 
end of his life in 1926 (Stape 82). 
Conrad’s stronger works such as Heart of Darkness take part in another land in a different 
cultural setting that that of the British. Conrad had lived many places and countries and was 
according to Najder conscious about his problem that as he did not share a common cultural 
background with his reader he could not compete with English born writers with stories set in 
the Anglosphere. Heart of Darkness was situated in the Congo - a part of the Belgian colonial 
empire (Najder 119). 
Belgian History in the 1800s 
 
The Kingdom of Belgium gained independence in 1830 after centuries of being victimized by 
European imperialism. It was Belgium’s second monarch King Leopold II who was 
responsible for and controlled the empire (Stanard 6).  
Leopold II had a great desire for power and a wish for a colony. Through diplomacy he 
gained power over the African territory of the Congo, and was by the United States of 
America and the United Kingdom recognised as the personal owner of the colony, the Congo, 
in 1885 (Stanard 7). He exploited the country tremendously for his own personal gain and 
wealth and tortured the natives. The US and the UK saw the violence that Leopold II 
executed against the natives as being more barbarian and merciless compared to the way they 
controlled over their colonized countries.  
The Belgians were mainly interested in the raw materials: ivory and rubber, and had 
African slaves working for them in the rainforests (Stanard 10). They lived out their darker 
sides in black Africa, and used some brutal and repressive methods to get their way through. 
These descriptions are also present in Heart of Darkness as a big part of the novel is 
situated in the Congo, and themes as ivory exploitation in connection to the dark side of the 
human nature are represented in the novel.    
In the year 1908 Leopold II was forced by the US and the UK to hand over the colony of 
the Congo to the state of Belgium, and he thereby no longer ruled according to his 
protectionist rules of trade and interest. But the heavy exploitation continued to a large extent 
for the next decades until the country in 1960 became a free independent country (Stanard 9). 
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Edward Said’s Orientalism  
 
In 1978, Edward W. Said wrote the famous and world-renowned book “Orientalism”. The 
book depicts what Said argues are inaccurate cultural representations of the Orient made by 
the West. He examines why certain parts of the world, the Middle East for instance, connotes 
a certain kind of people, certain religions, and certain behaviours. Said states the following 
when explaining what he desires to demonstrate with his book: “It also tries to show that 
European culture gained in strength and identity by setting itself off against the Orient as a 
sort of surrogate and even underground self” (Said 3). 
According to Said, Europeans travelled to the East with books and notions of right and 
wrong. They looked at the society that already existed through their own notions and judged 
them from their own viewpoint. They did not have an insight or understanding of the cultures 
that they encountered and as a result they ended up viewing and illustrating the Orient, and 
the rest of the colonies, that did not mimic the West, as different and inferior. The relationship 
between the West and the Orient (and the rest of the colonies) was a power relationship, 
characterised by domination, and European hegemony (Said 5). The image of the Orient was 
then not a real image of the area, and moreover it was not only an: “airy European fantasy 
about the Orient but a created body of theory and practice in which, for many rations, there 
has been a considerable material investment.” (Said 6). Said further describes the necessity 
for the western superiority: 
 
Orientalism depends for its strategy on this flexible positional superiority, which 
puts the Westerner in a whole series of possible relationships with the Orient 
without ever losing him the relative upper hand. (Said 7) 
 
Said explains the term Orientalism as: ”‘us’ Europeans as against ‘those’ non-Europeans” 
(Said 7) and further states: “the idea of European identity as a superior one in comparison 
with all the non-European peoples and cultures” (Said 7). 
As he writes about different scholars who wrote and had an opinion on political themes 
such as race he states:  
 
No one has ever devised a method for detaching the scholar from the 
circumstances of life, from the fact of his involvement (conscious or 
unconscious) with a class, a set of beliefs, a social position, or from the mere 
activity of being a member of a society. (Said 10).  
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As we state in our project, we are not free from this either. Additionally, Edward Said notes 
that, no matter how “apolitical” one may wish to be: “. . . in practice the reality is much more 
problematic.” (Said 10). 
According to Said no one can detach themselves from the time that they are a part of, and 
therefore all literature is affected by the experiences and lives of the writers themselves (Said 
10). The society one grows up in and the political views one is subjectivated into all shape 
one’s mind and being and so this affect one’s writing as well. This, we argue, is also the case 
when it comes to Heart of Darkness. 
Theory 
Feminizing the Land 
 
According to Anne McClintock Western Imperialism is characterized by three themes: [1] the 
transmission of white, male power through control of colonized women: [2] the emergence of 
a new global order of cultural knowledge: and [3] the imperial command of commodity 
capital (McClintock 3). Central to these themes are the relations between gender, race, and 
class; that “come to existence in and through relation to each other” (McClintock 5).  
This section of the theory will present a historical introduction to imperial discoveries of 
new territories, how these territories were feminised, and how gender, race, and class pertain 
to that process. 
 McClintock presents a hypothesis about the map of the Three Witches in King Solomon’s 
Mines1 that:  
 
. . . if the Three Witches signal the presence of alternative female powers and of 
alternative African notions of time and knowledge, these challenges to imperial 
power are denied by inversion and control. (McClintock 3)  
 
The map also present a paradox between colonizers and women, as the map on the one hand, 
represent a route to somewhere, and on the other hand, it represent the female body 
(McClintock 3). This is an example of a repeatedly conflicting relation between the imperial 
                                                
1 Novel by Henry Rider Haggard (1885). Where a map of Kukuanaland in South Africa is drawn to 
look like body of a woman – where the Three Witches, which are actual piles of earth represent the 
female genitalia (McClintock 1-3). 
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and the anti-imperial power and it has to do with gender, in particular, but also race and class 
(McClintock 4). 
Further on, McClintock states that “imperialism and the invention of race were 
fundamental aspects of Western, industrial modernity” (McClintock 5) as it became central to 
the self-identification of western people and class: in terms of identifying who belonged to 
the ‘dangerous class’ (working class, for instance) (McClintock 5). Lastly, she states that the 
‘cult of domesticity’, which purpose was to domesticate the uncivilised, was an important part 
of this segmentation.  
According to McClintock discovering a new territory is always re-discovering, as 
something has always been there before. In essence: “Discovery is always late” (McClintock 
28). This section explores how colonizers claim ownership of their new found territories and 
the anachronistic space in which it leaves the indigenous people, or natives, as they are 
referred to in this project. 
McClintock relates the discovery of new territories to the process of gestation and origin of 
a child. As there is no guarantee for fatherhood, men, in the colonial period, believed 
themselves to be invisible in relation to origins (reproduction). Especially compared to 
women, as Luce Irigaray2 suggests: 
 
The fact of being deprived of a womb . . . [is] the most intolerable deprivation of 
man, since his contribution to gestation – his function with regard to the origin of 
reproduction – is hence asserted as less than evident, as open to doubt. 
(McClintock 29) 
 
The notion of being “deprived” connotes a loss of power and property, which men so 
desperately aspire to. To compensate for their inadequacy, men reduced women to objects 
they can claim and control. Furthermore, they reinstate newfound territories, with flags, 
monuments etc.. McClintock relates this ‘imperial act of discovery’ to baptism, as they both 
deprive people their agency and arrogate themselves the power of origins by for instance 
naming; they ‘surrogate birthing rituals’ (McClintock 28-29). 
 Within a colonial discourse, venturing into ‘virgin’ lands implies a form of emptiness, 
which can and should be inseminated by men (McClintock 30). It further suggests that empty 
lands have no inhabitants and therefore indigenous people are not supposed to be there, or at 
the very least, that they are not taken into consideration when representing the land as empty. 
                                                
2 In Luce Irigaray, Speculum of the Other Women (1974), p.23. 
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This symbolically places them in what McClintock calls an ‘anachronistic space’: a late 
Victorian concept that places colonized people (as well as women and the working class) 
without any prior history, and thus they occupy a geographical space of the empire, as 
anachronistic beings, “atavistic, irrational, bereft of human agency – the living embodiment 
of the archaic “primitive” (McClintock 30). 
Long before the Victorian age, countries and continents outside of Europe were seen as 
what McClintock refers to as: Porno-tropics – essentially, a place where Europe “projected its 
forbidden desires and fears” (McClintock 22). According to McClintock, the porno-tropic 
tradition emerged from travel stories told by travellers who ventured into Africa, Asia, and 
America, which by the nineteenth century had created a lore of Africans as being the 
equivalent to sexual aberration (especially women), and anything deviating from normal – 
“’the very picture, of perverse negation’” (McClintock 22 quoting W.D. Jordan, 1977:7) 
McClintock is not alone in this belief but is supported by Ann Stoler (43) in the idea on how 
the colonies contributed to the sexual minds of colonials. In Heart of Darkness we experience 
Marlow describe the nature as very sensuous and, a change in description of women 
depending on their skin color. From the western women being described as rather asexual to 
the Native, which is described with thought for her entity. As mentioned, within the porno-
tropic tradition women were viewed as epitome examples of these dark and perverse desires; 
almost bestial and transgressive, as observed by Herbert3, “’the resemblance they bear with 
Baboons, which I could observe kept frequent company with the Women’” (McClintock 22). 
Not only were African women primitive; British colonialist Edward Long (1734 – 1813) 
perceived British women more naturally inclined towards racial and sexual transgressions as 
they supposedly had a liking for African men (McClintock 23). Additionally, the sexuality 
these women possessed was frequently associated with the cannibalistic trope4. 
The tendency towards characterizing women as secondary to men: primitive (like nature) 
and having an abnormal sexuality is evident at this point in time and persists until the 
nineteenth century. In the next section we will then go more into depth as to why and how 
lands were feminised and which discussion that may lead to. 
                                                
3 From Sir Thomas Herbert’s Some years travel into divers parts of Africa, and Asia the Great. 
(1677:18). 
4 McClintock speaks of this in referring to Haagard’s map and in Jan van der Straet’s drawing of the 
“discovery” of America (ca.1575), described as a twofolded drawing is how it displays a well armed 
man confronting a inclining naked indigenous women, and in the background of the drawing we see 
two women spit-roasting a (presumably male) leg (McClintock 25). 
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According to McClintock, the feminisation of the world commenced in the age of the 
Renaissance and continued to develop until the Enlightenment period where (classic) 
imperialism began. During the Renaissance following with it the trade of slaves and other 
commodities, Man’s strive for domination preceded his domination of the market in his wish 
to control knowledge; as knowledge was power (McClintock 23). By the time of 
Enlightenment this lead to what McClintock calls gender violence: “. . . the male penetration 
and exposure of a veiled, female interior; and the aggressive conversion of its “secrets” into a 
visible, male science of the surface.” (McClintock 23) 
It was the ‘imperial unknown’ which was feminized. Voyaging around the world men 
planted female figurines when crossing borders; they bound female figures to their ships’ 
prows and gave them female names; unknown lands were virgin territory and cartographers 
drew mermaids and sirens – “in myriad ways, women served as mediating and threshold 
figures by means of which men oriented themselves in space, as agents of power, and agents 
of knowledge (McClintock 24). 
Why men chose to feminize the lands, according to McClintock, came from a historical 
confusion of boundaries, paranoia, and anxiety. She called it a compensatory gesture: 
 
disavowing male loss of boundary by reinscribing a ritual excess of boundary . . . 
[representing] a ritualistic moment in imperial discourse, as male intruders ward 
off fears of narcissistic disorder by reinscribing, as natural, an excess of gender 
hierarchy. (McClintock 24) 
 
Furthermore, stated by Mary Douglas and Victor Turner, venturing into and beyond unknown 
boundaries into liminal spaces, could be dangerous; as societies were most vulnerable at their 
edges (McClintock 24), where unknown orders may rule. Not only were societies dangerous, 
but men of the margins became dangerous as well: their accepted, even proper behaviour was 
to ambush, steal, and rape. Such behaviour was related to a feeling of ambiguity between the 
colonial men and their discoveries of new territories. On the one hand men were driven by 
arrogance and superiority, and on the other hand, they were anxious and paranoid 
(McClintock 26); because of the fear of women becoming (too) important, due to their 
reproductive abilities; women otherwise thought of as primitive, hypersexual and inferior, 
having the ability to emasculate men with their challenged their self-identity. 
In a constant limbo of megalomania and engulfment (terms used by McClintock 26-27) in 
an attempt to control the unknown territory, they feminized it. 
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In Heart of Darkness, Kurtz can be argued to be a man of the margins as he was engaging 
in a like minded “relationship” with a native woman - if not a relationship where the woman 
is dominating. Seeing this from a colonial perspective an equal relationship with a 
subordinate sex and race was seen as a kind of perversion and acting outside of the norm. 
Kurtz is doing the complete opposite of what was expected by a European white man and 
degrading himself interacting and living side by side with the natives.  
American anthropologist, Ann Stoler (2002) states: “. . . no subject is discussed more than 
sex in colonial literature” (Stoler 43). She argues that the notions of ‘colonizer’ and 
‘colonized’ were established through a way of sexual control “. . . that defined the domestic 
arrangements of Europeans and the cultural investments by which they identified 
themselves.” (Stoler 42).  
Long before colonization, the tropics offered a place for the pornographic fantasies of the 
Europeans through colourful descriptions of sexual perversion and promiscuity creating an 
Otherness viewed as hypersexual (Stoler 43). Some scholars, according to Stoler, have stated 
that the imperial expansion arose from the export of the men’s sexual energy as some believe 
the colonization worked as an alternative for sexual acts. Sex became an important factor in 
the social policies in the colonies (Stoler 44).  
Emigration of European women was restricted from the 1600s up until 200 years later. It 
was argued that the transportation for married European women and their daughters would 
cost too much and that they would be sick far too easily and as a result make the family 
relocate to their home country (Stoler 58-60) - in this way, the act of colonizing was almost 
solely a male endeavour for at least 200 years. 
It was seen that the rough land, uncivilized population, and natives could cause 
degeneration and the biggest fear was to ‘go native’ (Stoler 62-63).  
Otherness in the colonial time was not only viewed in accordance to the natives but also 
the Otherness that derived in the colonials themselves after a period of time in the colonies. In 
France, the colonial type was described as “a distinct and degenerate social type, 
psychologically identifiable and with recognizable physical characteristics” (Stoler 66). 
Those who stayed in the colonies too long suffered from a wide range of illnesses, such as 
fatigue and physical breakdowns. The French sociologist René Maunier, quoted in Ann 
Stoler, explained the changes a colonizer faced, if he has stayed in the colonized land for too 
long; he says, “The climate affects him, his surroundings affect him, and after a certain time, 
he has become, both physically and morally, a completely different man” (Stoler 66).  
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In Europe, the mental disorder neurasthenia was seen as a result of the frantic way of living 
however in the colonies the reasons for the disorder were the opposite. Instead of modern 
civilization as a reason it was rather the lack of civilization that was believed to be causing 
the high numbers of people suffering from the disorder. The French built environments that 
were European-like as a treatment, whereas some doctors were of the opinion that the only 
way to be cured was to go back to the civilized Europe (Stoler 66-67). 
The change of a person's morals is also questioned and illustrated in Heart of Darkness 
which will be analysed later in the project. 
The Theory of Framing 
 
In the following the theory of framing and its relation to our project will be presented. 
Central to our analysis is the theory of ‘framing’, as found in George Lakoff’s Don’t Think 
of an Elephant (2004). Although this theory is mainly directed towards those interested in the 
worlds of politics or journalism, worlds in which framing plays a central part in the 
presentation of viewpoints, articles and more, we have found that it serves well in describing 
the extent to which descriptions of the feminine, dangerous, mystical, and corruptive in Heart 
of Darkness fit together. Essentially, we argue, the metaphorical concepts in Heart of 
Darkness are linked, or fitted into, a common frame of mysticality, corruption, danger, and 
femininity. 
According to George Lakoff a ‘frame’ is the multitudes of ideas that are related to a 
concept (Lakoff 4). Lakoff gives the example of tax relief, which is based on a frame of 
heroes and bad guys: 
 
When the word tax is added to relief, the result is a metaphor. Taxation is an 
affliction. And the person who takes it away is a hero, and anyone who tries to 
stop him is a bad guy. This is a frame. It is made up of ideas like affliction and 
hero. (Lakoff 4) 
 
From here, Lakoff argues, the language that evokes the frame can spread through, for 
example, radio, TV stations, and newspapers (Lakoff 4). However, it is important to note that, 
for this particular project, in its dealing with Heart of Darkness, what is to be examined is not 
the spread of the frame presented in the novel to the outside world, but more so an 
examination of the frame itself - the ideas that go into it, and the actual frame evoked, as well 
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as the consequences that such an act of framing may have. In the case of Heart of Darkness 
the frame changes not only the way we, as readers, view the Congo river and its inhabitants, it 
also plays a central role in the creation of the drama, action, and horror of the novel. 
Essentially, the words used to describe, for example, the land of the Congo in Heart of 
Darkness changes the way that we view it. They are not benign descriptions of a particular 
experience of viewpoint, they are loaded with ideas and choices which, when put together, 
form the frame of the novel itself. 
In addition, the word “frame” itself evokes ideas and images; it invokes the idea of a frame 
for a painting, the container and restrictor of the artwork and expression that unfolds within 
the boundaries of the frame. We could for example, as an alternative, have used the word 
‘setting’ as opposed to ‘frame’. But ‘setting’ is, in many cases, viewed as an apolitical 
concept that pertains to the literary. By speaking of framing we are implying that Conrad 
wrote the way he did in a very conscious manner, not necessarily that there was a clear 
agenda, but that the choice of words, and through that the images and ideas invoked, were 
done so meticulously. It is our hope that the meticulousness of Conrad is illustrated clearly in 
our analysis of the novel. 
Metaphorical Concepts 
 
In the following the notion of ‘metaphor’ as used in the project will be discussed.  
According to Lakoff and Johnson ‘metaphor’ is not only to be found in literature and 
poetry, or as they call it, “a device of the poetic imagination and the rhetorical flourish” 
(Lakoff and Johnson 3), but is instead to be found in everyday life as well. Metaphor is, 
according to Lakoff and Johnson, fundamental to the way we conceptualize and think about 
the world around us: “Our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which we both think and 
act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature.” (Lakoff and Johnson 3). A central point of 
Lakoff and Johnson’s insight is the way in which conceptualizations have immense influence 
on the way that we choose to act in various situations, or the ways we respond to different 
problems and challenges. To this Lakoff and Johnson writes:  
 
If we are right in suggesting that our conceptual system is largely metaphorical, 
then the way we think, what we experience, and what we do every day is very 
much a matter of metaphor. (Lakoff and Johnson 3)  
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The metaphorical (or conceptual) schemas of Lakoff and Johnson are presented with capital 
letters, for instance “ARGUMENT IS WAR”, where the source domain is ‘war’ and the 
target domain is ‘argument’, meaning that the concept of ‘war’ is what is used to 
conceptualize the concept of ‘argument’. By structuring ‘argument’ through ‘war’, sentences 
such as “your claims are indefensible” (Lakoff and Johnson 4) or “he attacked every weak 
point in my argument” (Lakoff and Johnson 4) are enabled. However, the naming itself of 
schemas is subject to some subjective or unstable infusion; “ARGUMENT IS WAR” could, 
itself, be conceptualized as “ARGUMENT IS BATTLE”, or maybe even “ARGUMENT IS A 
FIGHT”. Metaphorical schemas must thus themselves be conceptualized. This, of course, 
further proves the argument of Lakoff and Johnson, but it is a necessary point to make as we 
do not intend to present any metaphorical schema presented in this project as being set in 
stone. There is a hermeneutic aspect to this type of metaphorical analysis in which the 
metaphorical concepts themselves can be further analysed, for instance in “ARGUMENT IS 
WAR”, ‘argument’ is a physical object and ‘war’ is a ‘condition’ or a ‘state’. In essence, by 
conceptualizing a conceptual metaphor we are describing a host of metaphors by the means of 
a new metaphor. By employing conceptual metaphors, we are using a theory of language that 
enables the philosophical, and not just the aesthetic; it allows us to examine the metaphorical 
structures present in the novel and the ideas that form the basis of such structures, but it does 
not bring us away from the text, rather it allows for a close-reading that does the text justice 
as a literary work of high quality. 
By employing such an “expanded” theory of metaphor (in contrast to older, more classical 
notions of metaphor in which it largely pertains to literary art forms) we intend to broaden the 
scope of metaphors that can be examined, as well as to look beyond the artistic, aesthetic 
quality of a metaphor and into the framework, the idea(s), from which the metaphor emerges. 
In this way we are not limited to only examining the strongest, most profound metaphors 
found in the novel, but also the subtler, more discrete metaphors that may, upon further 
examination, be integral to the novel itself.  
In addition to Lakoff and Johnson, Michael Kimmel, who has written extensively on 
metaphors in Heart of Darkness, will be used to supplement our analysis. Kimmel has 
analyzed the role of image schemas in Heart of Darkness and the role of image schemas in 
shaping “narrative macrostructures”, to which he argues that the image schemas play a central 
role in the plot itself (Kimmel, “Literary Macrostructure” 199). A number of central themes 
can be found in Heart of Darkness (Kimmel mentions five: Penetration, wilderness, darkness, 
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initiation, and ambivalence). In particular, this project will focus on the themes of 
“penetration” and “wilderness”. Kimmel argues that “penetration” is characterized by the 
following: 
 
A host of metaphors define the causal nature of the plot. Part of this is a FORCE-
interaction scenario in which Marlow feels attractions and Africa’s beckoning, 
followed by an act of intrusion, progression, captivation, and retribution 
(wilderness is depicted as an interacting agent throughout). In effect, a coherent 
spatial layout emerges from these metaphors: Africa and Europe relate to each 
other as in-space-out-space, Africa is depth; entering is crossing a threshold or 
barrier; entering invites counterforce, then a breakthrough; knowing is moving 
outward from self and into the other, mystic attraction is a pull force; curiosity 
and passion are push forces (Kimmel, “Literary Macrostructure 204). 
 
“Wilderness” is another central theme that will be analyzed in this project. Kimmel argues the 
following for wilderness: 
 
Wilderness is the one most richly metaphorized theme of all. Wilderness 
interlaces a number of attributes by acting as a single target domain into which 
these are projected. Thus, calling it a “nodal target domain” seems appropriate. 
[reference to work on nodal target domains removed] (Kimmel, “Literary 
Macrostructure” 205) 
 
The characteristics of these themes, and the way that they play out in the novel, will be 
presented and analyzed in depth later in the project. However, these themes can not be 
separated from what may be described as colonial discourse. This contrasts a viewpoint 
presented by Kimmel later in his study, in which he distinguishes between different types of 
analytical perspectives on Heart of Darkness. A central point for Kimmel is the way in which 
different interpretations may “resonate simultaneously” or “interweave” (Kimmel, “Literary 
Macrostructure” 226). Kimmel argues that Heart of Darkness supports, among others, a: “. . . 
critique of colonialism and racism, its apology, and feminist, Freudian, and metaphysical 
perspectives.” (Kimmel 226). However, we argue, a missing point of Kimmel’s distinction is 
the extent to which a colonial framework overshadows other frameworks present in the novel. 
Kimmel, for example, argues that Conrad may be Said’s ‘harbinger’ (Kimmel, “Literary 
Macrostructure” 226) as Conrad is speaking: “. . . about and not through Marlow’s 
ambivalence” (Kimmel, “Literary Macrostructure” 226), but even if this is the case, Marlow’s 
ambivalence is not the most central example of colonial discourse in the novel, instead it is, 
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we argue, the extent to which the experiences of men (including conceptualizations of land as 
female, women as Other, and more) is combined into a collective framing of the land of the 
Congo and its inhabitants as Other. The lack of female voices, the descriptions of natives, of 
the land, of men’s insecurities, and so on, all relate in a way that is distinctively colonial. 
Whether Conrad was speaking “about” or “through” Marlow, the tendentiousness of the novel 
is, in this way, still vividly colonial. Additionally, Kimmel argues that the “immediate 
political implications” can be “stripped away” (Kimmel, “Literary Macrostructure”226) by 
viewing Conrad as speaking about Marlow, however these political implications are not only 
immediate, but fundamental to the novel. 
Analysis: A Frame of Wilderness, Mysticality, Corruption and 
Femininity 
 
In the following, Heart of Darkness will be analyzed and discussed based on the theoretical 
framework presented earlier in the project. However, before venturing into the depths of 
conceptualizations present in the novel, we wish to briefly discuss the character of Marlow 
himself: Marlow is a man of the sea, and has travelled many great oceans, encountering 
various cultures of people, one must assume. However, there are several indications of the 
journey to the Congo being dangerous even for a character as experienced as Marlow. 
Marlow describes himself as having wanted to travel since he was a young boy. Yet the 
world has changed, he says, the world map is no longer filled with “blank spaces”, “white 
patches” (innocent and unexplored), but now contains places of darkness – dark holes (the 
Other, savages) (Conrad 7). These notions of the world are possible due to his, at the time of 
noticing blank spaces and white patches, young age – but his references to blank spaces and 
dark holes of maps are consistent to the nineteenth century cartography of unexplored 
territories. Therefore, that which was unexplored at the time when Marlow was a young man 
might well have been explored, and filled with “dark holes”, by the time he was an adult. The 
dark holes may be interpreted as representing the Others of those lands, in this way serving 
colonial discourse, as theorised by McClintock. A rather presumptuous visit to the doctor, 
prior to Marlow’s journey, suggests so as well: The doctor measures his cranium, “in the 
interest of science” although he claims never to see his patients on their return which 
indicates a danger of going there. He further states that whatever changes these men go 
through, they “take place on the inside” (Conrad 12), implying a process of degeneration of 
civil men, when venturing to uncivilised places. As explained by Stoler, there was an idea 
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about the climate and natural surroundings in the colonised land, and those who stayed there 
for a long period of time, often experienced mental and physical illnesses afterwards (Stoler 
66). Another example of such presumptions (about the land and its inhabitants), can be seen 
on page 16, where a man, a Swede, has hung himself, “’Why, in God’s name?’” asks Marlow, 
“’Who knows? [says another] The sun too much for him, or the country perhaps’” (Conrad 
16). The land’s "effect” is presented as being equal to, or maybe even worse, than the 
powerful Congolese sun. 
Central to Marlow’s descriptions of the land of the Congo are conceptualizations of 
“wilderness”. According to Kimmel, “wilderness” is the most essential metaphor in the novel, 
and refers to it as a nodal target domain, as it, as a theme, incorporates a variety of other 
‘attributes’. Wilderness is, for example, conceptualized as “a wild animal”, “a lover or 
seductress”, “a sorceress” and more (Kimmel, “Literary Macrostructure” 205). A 
characteristic of these different conceptualizations is ‘Otherness’ which, we argue, is linked 
to a common frame of wilderness, mysticality, femininity, and corruption. This frame can, in 
turn, be linked to colonial discourse in the way that it actively constructs the land and its 
inhabitants as Other and mainly seeks to enable and conceptualize a colonizers journey into 
an unknown land or the unknown of his own mind. “Femininity”, in particular, presents a link 
between conceptualizations of the land as female and the colonial project of “penetrating” the 
land and obtaining new knowledge and power.  
The following part of the analysis takes its departure in a LAND IS FEMALE structural 
metaphor, followed by an analysis of themes of loss of self and agency in the novel, as well 
as the relation between the act of “penetration” and “knowledge”. 
The earliest conceptual metaphor of LAND IS FEMALE, with reference to McClintock’s 
‘female power’, is on page 15 where Marlow speaks of nature as ‘female’, defending herself 
from trespassers (like Marlow) and succeeding: 
 
We called at some more places with farcical names, where the merry dance of 
death and trade goes on in a still and earthly atmosphere as on an over-heated 
catacomb, all along the formless coast bordered by dangerous surf, as if Nature 
herself had tried to ward of intruders; in and out of rivers, streams of death in 
life, whose banks were rotting into mud, whose waters, thickened into slime, 
invaded the contorted mangroves, that seemed to writhe at us in the extremity of 
an impotent despair. [emphasis added] (Conrad 15) 
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The quote above exemplifies how nature and the land is framed throughout the novel as 
something dense, unpredictable, and uncontrollable. “Nature” is personified as being female, 
and the contrast between the “dangerous surf” and “contorted mangroves” which “writhe” in 
an “extremity of an impotent despair” can be interpreted as signifying the act of penetration 
where resistance is first met (the dangerous surf) followed by access in which the land can be 
explored largely unhindered. According to Michael Kimmel, Heart of Darkness is structured 
by a theme of “penetration” or “transgression”. Kimmel has dubbed this schema the 
“PENETRATION schema” but notes that “TRANSGRESSION” would also be fitting. 
Kimmel argues that this schema is a “composite” of several “more basic image schemas” 
(Kimmel, “Penetrating” 22). To this Kimmel writes: 
 
It should be easy enough to see that it arises when a FORCE moves on a PATH 
and breaks through a BARRIER of a realm that exerts COUNTERFORCE but is 
eventually breached. (Kimmel, “Penetrating” 22) 
 
“Impotence”, as seen in the previous quote, however, hints at the curious notion that the 
female land or wilderness may in fact desire to be male itself. It further indicates a lack of 
masculine power or ability to conquer. In this sense, the land becomes a static female figure 
that, in a sense, “awaits” the act of male penetration. This corresponds with the description of 
colonial men’s view of land presented by McClintock; The duality between the empty, virgin, 
land, waiting to be inseminated and the constant referral to a fear for primitive female powers 
(McClintock 3,30)  
  
 The “as if” emphasizes the uncertain nature of the statement itself; Marlow realizes that 
nature cannot, in reality, be sentient in the way that he constructs it, yet it seems exactly as if 
it is. This uncertainty, the question of whether the land really is magical or not, is an ongoing 
theme in Heart of Darkness, resembling what may almost be characterized as early magical 
realism. Another example of the unpredictability of the land can be seen in the following 
quotation, in which the river is described as making one lose one’s way: 
 
Going up that river was like traveling back to the earliest beginnings of the 
world, when vegetation rioted on the earth and the big trees were kings. An 
empty stream, a great silence, an impenetrable forest. . . . you lost your way on 
that river as you would in a desert, and butted all day long against shoals, trying 
to find the channel, till you thought yourself bewitched and cut off forever from 
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everything you had known once – somewhere – far away – in another existence 
perhaps. [emphasis added] (Conrad 41) 
 
The forest being “impenetrable” can be interpreted as being enabled by the LAND IS 
FEMALE schema. In addition, one can become “bewitched” within the forest and lose 
oneself, as is indicated in the lines “. . . and cut off forever from everything you had known 
once - somewhere - far away - in another existence perhaps.” (Conrad 41). This act of losing 
oneself is a central theme throughout Heart of Darkness and may be viewed as dealing with 
an awareness of what philosopher Charles Taylor describes as orienting oneself in moral 
space, the most central function of having identity:  
 
To know who I am is a species of knowing where I stand. My identity is defined by 
the commitments and identifications which provide the frame or horizon within 
which I can try to determine from case to case what is good, or valuable, or what 
ought to be done, or what I endorse or oppose. In other words, it is the horizon within 
which I am capable of taking a stand. (Taylor 27) 
 
There is a fear present in the novel in which the act of physically, as well as mentally, moving 
from one space to another can make one lose moral orientation (and selfhood). Michael 
Kimmel has, in his analysis of Heart of Darkness, delved into this topic as well. Two central 
metaphors that have to do with selfhood are “SUPERFICIAL SELF-KNOWLEDGE IS THE 
OUT-SPACE” (Kimmel, “Literary Macrostructure” 214) and “DEEP (MALE) SELF-
KNOWLEDGE IS THE IN-SPACE) (Kimmel, “Literary Macrostructure” 214). Here the 
“out-space” is England and the “in-space” is the Congo, or, maybe even, the heart of the land 
itself. In order to obtain “deep self-knowledge” one must travel (penetrate) into the heart of 
the land. Kimmel, describes this as the movement between Marlow’s “naïvité” and “‘dark’ 
experience” (Kimmel, “Literary Macrostructure” 218). One central self-metaphor is the 
metaphor “LOSS OF SELF IS DISTANCE FROM THE ORIGO” (Kimmel 219), in which 
the act of moving away from where we feel “safe” or “at home” (Kimmel 219) involves 
insecurity, anxiety and, at worst, a loss of self (orientation). This way of thinking about the 
self is inherently “geographical” or “physical”; it implies that the self belongs somewhere, 
and that an act of moving away can result in a loss of self, which then results in a loss of 
morals. Kimmel describes this as being one of the central ways in which we can understand 
Victorian Age anxieties portrayed in the novel: 
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The profound impact that the novel left with its Victorian audience can be 
understood only because it grasped the physical as metaphysical when the plot 
likens the journey into an unknown space full of irrational horrors to an 
incursion into a terra incognita of the psyche, the displaced, dangerous reaches 
of the human soul (Kimmel, “Literary Macrostructure” 218). 
 
These “dangerous reaches of the human soul” capture well the anxiety present in the novel; 
there are reaches of the human soul which can only be examined by the act of penetrating a 
land of Otherness - the in-space does not allow for the close examination of the human soul 
(in a sense we may go as far as saying that there is “no resistance” present in the controlled 
Victorian society), but the out-space does. However, the out-space grants one with the ability 
to view oneself from the outside, but in viewing oneself from the outside one is also 
confronted with fundamental questions about the truth and validity of existing beliefs and 
values. In a sense, one might say, that the novel takes this anxiety a step further - it implies 
that the loss of self is also a loss of connection to God (God as a source of ethical validity), 
and thus reflects upon both the, at the time, rising influence of empirical sciences as well as 
the loss of God as a universal source of connection with what is just and good:  
 
Although the philosophes were generally against slavery, many of them toyed 
with racist theories. Hume, for instance, was of the opinion that blacks were 
inferior. Allowing for such racial differences seemed just another way of 
dethroning the Bible to make room for empirical science. It had for the moment 
no important practical consequences, and seemed only motivated as an anti-
Christian demonstration. It was later in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries that this scientism would produce some real monsters, which have been 
since invoked with horrifying effect. (Taylor 400) 
 
What Taylor, among many things, describes here, is the way in which Christianity, at this 
point, was beginning to struggle with empirical science. But, in relation to Heart of Darkness, 
this struggle, and the ongoing, in many ways, triumph of the empirical, was not without loss 
of moral orientation, a loss of orientation which has then since given rise to new 
universalisms as answers, and attempted solutions, to societies where God is no longer the 
primary source of moral orientation and cosmic stability. Heart of Darkness places itself 
within the anxieties situated around this new, or at the time emerging, framework. With 
regard to Marlow, his own moral orientation appears to be one largely situated around “the 
city” (the city being where “civility” can exist) as opposed to “the wilderness” (inherently 
“uncivilized”), and in becoming “displaced” Marlow encounters an “identity crisis” (Taylor 
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27). An “identity crisis” is intricately linked to uncertainty connected with not belonging or 
being unable to find that with which one identifies oneself:  
 
Put counterfactually, they [people who identify as Armenian, anarchist, Catholic, 
and so on] are saying that were they to lose this commitment or identification, 
they would be at sea, as it were; they wouldn’t know anymore, for an important 
range of questions, what the significance of things was for them. 
And this situation does, of course, arise for some people. It’s what we call an 
‘identity crisis’, an acute form of disorientation, which people often express in 
terms of not knowing who they are, but which can also be seen a radical 
uncertainty of where they stand. (Taylor 27) 
 
Taylor’s use of “at sea” is not coincidental; the sea implies exactly the inherent loss of 
orientation that can lead to a questioning of oneself; this may also be the reason as to why the 
land of the Congo is described as being largely “formless” (Conrad 15) and unpredictable: 
like the sea, the land of the Congo is conceived of as a source of inherent uncertainty and self-
questioning - it is a way of conceiving of the “supernatural” (the self, one’s identity, one’s 
society, all of which cannot be “seen” and “felt” directly) in a conceivable and physical 
manner. However, the sensation of finding oneself in an identity crisis also compels 
awareness, as is the case with Marlow, but which seems not to be the case with Kurtz. Kurtz 
has, in his complete loss of his original moral orientation and Self, found a new and radically 
oppositional “Self” - or rather a “Self” which is precisely a lack of Self characterized by his 
being a part of the land, the leader of a group of natives (who are presented as being 
collectivist, tribal and so on). 
Additionally, both Christian notions of sexuality (and immorality connected with 
sexuality) as well as fears of Otherness can be found in what Kimmel argues is the “flipside” 
of “penetrating” to obtain knowledge: 
 
PENETRATION plays a key role in conquering the wilderness, yet, seen in the 
light of the Victorian sexual anxieties and the fear of a female “Other,” its 
flipside appears immediately when, as a consequence of venturing too far 
(TRANSGRESSION), an image of physical ENGULFMENT is conjured up. 
Although men attempt to control and to know through penetration, they end up 
finding themselves swallowed and dominated, notably via strong sensual 
impressions. (Kimmel, “Literary Macrostructure” 227) 
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The act of penetration is thus not conceived of as being solely an act of male conquest of land 
or knowledge in which a successful act of penetration yields positive results for the male 
colonizer; instead, the act of penetration becomes a negotiation that involves change and the 
opening of new realities. The ENGULFMENT-metaphor may be interpreted as hinting at the 
earlier Christian perspective in which the act of giving in to sexual desire results in “de-
civilizing” or a loss of morals and connection with God. Essentially, the act of giving into 
desire is conceived of as being sinful and finding oneself within a “cage” or a “container”. 
In relation to the aforementioned topic of losing one’s self or civilizedness, the act of 
travelling up the river is, in itself, described as an act of travelling backwards in time. This act 
of travelling backwards in time is also apparent in the following quotation: 
 
We were wanderers on prehistoric earth, on an earth that wore the aspect of an 
unknown planet . . . we glided past like phantoms, wondering and secretly 
appalled, as sane men would be before an enthusiastic outbreak in a madhouse . . 
. the earth seemed unearthly . . . they were not inhuman. Well, you know, that 
was the worst of it – the suspicion of their not being inhuman. [emphasis added] 
(Conrad 44) 
 
This “new” earth or ‘virgin territory’, as McClintock explains it, has been discovered by the 
colonizers. Referring to it as a “pre-historic earth” is symptomatic of a discourse in which the 
land of Others is of particular interest to those who construct such a binary. This is, for 
example, illustrated by Chinua Achebe when he writes about Africa as being simply a 
“setting” or a “backdrop” for Europeans:  
 
. . .  Africa as setting and backdrop which eliminates the African as human factor. 
Africa as a metaphysical battlefield devoid of all recognizable humanity, into which 
the wandering European enters at his peril. (Achebe). 
 
The “pre-historic earth” is an opportunity, for European colonizer, to “experience” history 
itself, and it is, in this particular case, viewed as a way to confirm a particular historical 
construction in which Africa is “timeless”, again referring to McClintock, virgin territories 
were viewed as ‘empty’ and thus places the land and its inhabitants in an ‘anachronistic 
space’ (McClintock 30).  
Referring back to Achebe’s quote; for the Europeans themselves, however, the “suspicion of 
their [the natives] not being inhuman” hints at the anxiety related to the idea that the natives 
may, in fact, not be inhuman after all; such suspicion raises, once again, questions of selfhood 
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and belonging and it questions the very foundation on which much imperial expansion has 
been built. 
A later example of the use of the LAND IS FEMALE schema can be found on page 85-86: 
 
[Marlow goes after Kurtz, who has left the steamboat in the middle of the night], 
I tried to break the spell – the heavy, mute spell of the wilderness – that seemed 
to draw him to its pitiless breast by the awakening of forgotten and brutal 
instincts, by the memory of gratified and monstrous passions. This alone, I was 
convinced, had driven him out to the edge of the forest, to the bush, towards the 
gleam of fires, the throb of drums, the drone of weird incantations; this alone 
had beguiled his unlawful soul beyond the bounds of permitted aspirations. . . .  
“he [Kurtz] had kicked himself loose of the earth . . . his soul was mad. Being 
alone in the wilderness, it had looked within itself, and, by heavens! I tell you, it 
had gone mad. (Conrad 85-86) 
 
Here the land is personified and conceptualized as being “female”, and it is described as 
drawing men to its location through the awakening of their “natural” and, what can be 
interpreted as, “uncivilized” instincts (“uncivilized” in a manifold and, possibly, ambivalent 
way; “uncivilization” as something ancient, un-Christian, powerful yet corruptive and wrong, 
deceitful yet truthful, and so on). The “breast” of the land itself is corruptive and suckling 
upon it creates madness and incivility, and the act of “suckling” may be interpreted as being 
either infantile (Kurtz has become a child with no well-developed self) or as sexual (Kurtz is 
“sexually attracted” to the land) or possibly both. The quote also implies that there is, in all 
men, “gratified and monstrous passions” which are hidden and can be awakened; in this case, 
that which can awaken these passions (or “brutal instincts”) is a woman. 
The character of Kurtz is in many ways the prime example of how the land is represented 
as being able to corrupt otherwise civilized men. In essence, there is an idea present in the 
novel in which those who were civilized once, but who have now become corrupted by the 
land, find a different evil than those who pertain to the land. An example of Kurtz's 
uncivilised behaviour can be seen on page 74, where Marlow describes seeing (what he at 
first believes to be ornaments) heads on a stick, surrounding Kurtz’s shanty, creating a fence. 
Surprised by what he sees, Marlow states: 
 
. . .  the manager said afterwards [presumably back in England] that Mr. Kurtz’s 
methods had ruined the district. . . .  there was nothing exactly profitable in these 
heads being there. They only showed that Mr. Kurtz lacked restraint in the 
Amalie Houmann, Guðrun Henrysdóttir Thomsen, Mathias Nikolaj Reidl & Sofie Charlotte Christensen 
Roskilde University 2016 
 
 28 
gratification of his various lusts, that there was something wanting in him.  
[emphasis added] (Conrad 74) 
 
“Lacking restraint”, implies defeat or loss of self-control (or in a Platonian sense “Self 
mastery”5): behaving civilized towards his immediate lusts. He has become incapable of 
restraining himself from his “wild” and “primitive” desires.  
Additionally, Heart of Darkness can be interpreted as being both the heart of the land, in 
the sense that it is, and becomes increasingly, wild, primitive and obscure as Marlow travels 
further up the river. But it is also the heart of Kurtz; that unfolds in two ways: The first way in 
which the heart of Kurtz unfolds can be seen in the darkness of the wilderness where Marlow 
and his group finds Kurtz whose mind has been corrupted by the mysterious forces of the 
land. There are various examples of such in the novel, one of which is the following: “The 
wilderness had patted him on the head . . . it had taken him, loved him, embraced him, got 
into his veins, consumed his flesh, and sealed his soul to its own by the inconceivable 
ceremonies of some devilish initiation” (Conrad 61). This depiction of the wilderness – a 
conceptualisation of the land (personified as female), is not only characterized as “devilish”, 
but also as having “loved” and cared for Kurtz and accepted him as one of its own. Another 
example of how the wilderness ‘turned’ him is here: 
 
But the wilderness had found him out early, and had taken on him a terrible 
vengeance for the fantastic invasion. I think it had whispered to him things about 
himself which he did not know, things of which he had no conception till he 
took counsel with this great solitude - and the whisper had proved irresistibly 
fascinating. (Conrad 74-75) 
 
The wilderness took him on a “terrible vengeance” for his invasion of the land, punishing him 
for his trespassing. This is one example of what McClintock calls ‘gender violence’ where 
men force themselves into the virgin land and excessively exploit it, convey “. . . its ‘secrets’ 
into a visible, male science of the surface” (McClintock 23). It “whispered to him things 
about himself”, lies, in attempt to corrupt his mind colonial mind. The heart of darkness is a 
place that contains temptation and is filled with mystery, which make humans drawn towards 
it. Kurtz is an excellent example of a man who has been captivated by nature but also by the 
Intended. It is a tough and brutal nature, but parts of it embraces one’s mind with mystery and 
desire, which contributes to a sense of curiosity and fascination. This could be compared to 
                                                
5 See for example Charles Taylor’s description of Platon’s “Self Mastery” in Sources of the Self 
(1989). 
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the attractive Intended who whispers things to Kurtz and makes him desire her more. At a 
later point in the novel, Kurtz is presented as being inhuman, or different, by Marlow: 
“[looking at Kurtz] the eyes of that apparition shining darkly far in its bony head” [emphasis 
added] (Conrad 77). Referring to Kurtz as an “apparition” and using the pronoun “its” 
represents Kurtz as something inhuman or otherworldly, further indicating that Kurtz, through 
gradual corruption, has become something else. This, once again, may be interpreted as 
dealing with anxieties connected with a loss of moral orientation in which Kurtz represents a, 
more or less, complete loss of orientation. 
The second way in which the heart of Kurtz unfolds is how he, in many ways, represents 
greed connected with imperialism at its most extreme (or Kurtz may be viewed as 
representing imperialism itself, in that one may argue that greed is the most central 
characteristic of empire). The quote below, for example, can be seen as a testament to this: 
 
[Marlow describes] The old mud shanty was bursting with it. You would think there 
was not a single tusk left either above or below the ground in the whole country. . . . 
[Speaking of burying tusks] it appears these niggers do bury the tusks sometimes – 
but evidently they couldn’t bury this parcel deep enough to save the gifted Mr. 
Kurtz from his fate. . . . [After filling the steamboat with Kurtz’s findings] You 
should have heard him say, ‘My ivory’ . . . ‘My Intended, my ivory, my station, my 
river, my –‘ – everything belonged to him. (Conrad 61) 
  
Here Kurtz is presented as being someone who has given into greed. Kurtz is, in many ways, 
an exploiter and not an explorer, who claims things and objectifies otherwise living things; 
the Intended is an example of this, as she, too, becomes a “thing” in this description. The 
“everything” at the end of the quote should thus, quite possibly, be understood in a very 
literal sense: The Intended, ivory, the station, and the river are all, in the mind of Kurtz, 
things that he possesses. Another way in which Kurtz may be viewed as personifying 
imperialism itself is the way in which he is described as having been created by Europe: “All 
Europe contributed to the making of Kurtz.” (Conrad 62). Additionally, his parents are 
described as pertaining to different parts of Europe: “His mother was half-English, his father 
was half-French.” (Conrad 62). This may indicate Conrad’s own view on imperialism in 
which the English, here presented through the mother, are “good” and “caring”, whereas the 
French, presented through the father, are “evil” and “abusive”. Additionally, the act of 
penetrating: “. . . deeper and deeper into the heart of darkness” (Conrad 43) may be viewed as 
an act of penetrating into the heart of Kurtz. As Kurtz’ location is to be found at the heart of 
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the land, and as Kurtz himself in many ways is presented as embodying corruptive properties 
of the land, Marlow may, in fact, be travelling into the mind of Kurtz himself. In this way, 
Marlow’s own journey becomes a journey into the ideas of imperialism personified through 
Kurtz. 
The theme of loss of agency is also apparent in Marlow’s descriptions of the natives, where 
a NATIVES ARE SHAPES structural metaphor is utilized throughout the novel to describe 
the theme. This structural metaphor is what enables metonymic descriptions of the natives 
such as, for example:  
 
Black shapes crouched, lay, sat, between the trees leaning against the trunks, 
clinging to the earth, half coming out, half effaced within the dim light, in all the 
attitudes of pain, abandonment, and despair. (Conrad 18-19). 
 
 
as well as: 
 
 
These moribund shapes were free as air - and nearly as thin. (Conrad 19) 
 
The NATIVES ARE SHAPES metaphor both homogenizes large groups of people and also, 
through this homogenization as well as the “materialization” (through them becoming 
“shapes”) of the people that it describes, removes and obstructs agency. However, the 
metaphor also invites us into something that the narrator, in this case Marlow, has witnessed - 
people so oppressed that they have become “black” and “moribund” shapes. In this sense, the 
NATIVES ARE SHAPES metaphor does not just remove agency; it also about describes 
those who have lost agency. However, there is, at the very least, one point in the novel at 
which the natives may be interpreted as being given a kind of agency. This particular place 
can be seen in the following quotation in which the steamboat is described as being a “river-
demon”: “. . . and two thousand eyes followed the evolutions of the splashing, thumping, 
fierce river-demon beating the water with its terrible tail and breathing black smoke into the 
air.” (Conrad 86-87). Although it can be discussed whether the natives would really have seen 
the steamboat as a “river-demon”, there is still a change of perspective present in this quote. 
What is particularly striking about the quote is the sudden change in the description of the 
steamboat; it implies that Marlow has taken upon himself some of the Otherness that he has 
so vividly described as being external up until this point. 
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In relation to the LAND-IS-FEMALE schema, a curious manifestation of the land as 
female through a native woman is present in Heart of Darkness. This becomes evident in the 
final chapter of the novel, where Marlow sees a shape of what appears to be “. . . a wild and 
gorgeous apparition of a woman” who walks with “. . . measured steps” (Conrad 78). Clearly 
intrigued by this unearthly “apparition”, the native women is sexualized by Marlow through 
the description of her as being ‘wild’ and ‘gorgeous’. “Apparition of a woman” implies that 
she is a spiritual or supernatural entity that has taken on the form of a woman - it mystifies 
her, and also enables, and represents, the ambivalent nature of Marlow’s description of both 
being inhuman and very human at the same time. The act of walking with “measured steps” 
implies that the native woman is instrumental in her dealing with the world, contrasting, for 
example, the Intended who is described as “floating” towards Marlow (Conrad 96). 
Essentially, it appears that a wide array of fears and mystifying properties are projected onto 
the native woman, some divergent and others more closely related: the native woman as a 
representative of demoralization, the native woman as sexualized Other, the native woman as 
female leader, and so on. The native woman as leader or spiritual anchorpoint can, for 
example, be seen in the following quotation: 
 
There was an eddy in the mass of human bodies, and the woman with helmeted head 
and tawny cheeks rushed out to the very brink of the stream. She put out her hands, 
shouted something, and all that wild mob took up the shout in a roaring chorus of 
articulated, rapid, breathless utterance (Conrad 87). 
 
She has strength and impact and when she shouts the whole mob starts to shout as well.  In 
essence, this representation of a woman as a possible leader is in direct contrast to the 
Intended who is, in many ways, the epitome of Victorian Age suppression of desire. 
As will be made evident in the quote below, the description draws certain parallels between 
this Native women and the land, both in terms of wildness and obscurity, but also in terms of 
power and knowledge: 
 
. . . treading the earth proudly . . . She carried her head high; her hair was done in the 
shape of a helmet; she had brass leggings to the knee, brass wire gauntlets to the 
elbow, a crimson spot on her tawny cheek, innumerable necklaces of glass beads on 
her neck; bizarre things, charms, gifts of witch men, that hung about her, glittered 
and trembled at every step. She must have had the value of several elephant tusks 
upon her. She was savage and superb, wild-eyed and magnificent; there was 
something ominous and stately in her deliberate progress. And in the hush that had 
fallen suddenly upon the whole sorrowful land, the immense wilderness, the colossal 
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body of the fecund and mysterious life seemed to look at her, pensive, as though it 
had been looking at the image of its own tenebrous and passionate soul (Conrad 78). 
 
In contrast to other women in the novel - the Intended in particular - and women in the 
Victorian age, the native woman is something very different, if not entirely opposite. She has 
“brass leggings” and “gauntlets” covering her lower legs and arms and “she carried her head 
high; [and] her hair was done in the shape of a helmet”. The description of her as wearing 
some form of armour and “. . . treading the earth proudly”, emphasizes her distinctly 
masculine properties. She comes bearing “gifts of men . . . the value of several elephant 
tusks”, which indicates her importance and an attractiveness which is not only in terms of 
beauty, but also in terms of her ability to seduce and corrupt, as she appears to have done with 
Kurtz. “She was savage and superb, wild-eyed and magnificent”, this passage is a testament 
to the ambivalence towards women and land that is seen throughout the novel; the 
ambivalence towards the unpredictable, “wild-eyed” Other. In addition, she is “superb” and 
“magnificent”, which implies a fascination, most likely though of as unseemly. In reference 
to the porno-tropic tradition, she becomes the forbidden desire and fear, and “the very picture, 
of perverse negation” (McClintock 22). More so, “there was something ominous and stately 
in her deliberate progress”, something unpredictable to Marlow, as though she (and the land) 
were in possession of knowledge unknown to man. 
The final lines of the quote illustrate how the native woman may be viewed as an 
embodiment, or manifestation, of the land (or the wilderness) itself. In a sense this native 
woman is what gives agency to the land. A “hush” has suddenly fallen “upon the sorrowful 
land” as if the land itself is in a state mourning over the loss of Kurtz and it looks at the 
woman, pensively, as though to seek answers to “its own tenebrous and passionate soul”. The 
use of “tenebrous” and “passionate” is in line with earlier descriptions of the land and further 
expands on the description of it as suffering and dark.  
As the narrative progresses, the manifestation of her being the embodiment of the land 
becomes more evident, “She stood looking at us without a stir, and like the wilderness itself, 
with an air of brooding over an inscrutable purpose” [italics added] (Conrad 79). The simile 
“like the wilderness itself” indicates the same uncertainty that we presented in the “as if”-
example earlier in this analysis. The “air” relates to the same uncertainty, it exists but cannot 
be seen. The “inscrutable purpose” indicates the mystical nature of the native woman, and 
through this representation she is presented as having “purpose” yet the purpose is 
“inscrutable” or, to use other vocabulary found in the novel, impenetrable.  In many ways she 
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can be interpreted as being the ‘threshold figure’ to the darkness of the ‘imperial unknown’, a 
figure from which men can orient themselves as “. . . agents of power, and agents of 
knowledge.” (McClintock 24) 
Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, Heart of Darkness frames the land of the Congo as a place of wild and 
mystical Otherness. The land, or wilderness, is personified and conceptualized as female, 
enabling acts of, for example, “penetration”  and “suckling”, and, in a sense, as a “virgin 
land” that must be conquered by a “male colonizer”. This in turn relates to colonial discourse 
in the way that it actively seeks to construct the inhabitants, as well as the land itself, of the 
Congo as Other. Heart of Darkness presents a world in which male dominance, gender, 
selfhood, and moral orientation is unstable. In many ways the novel, through a narrative of 
“physicality”, allows for the exploration of the unknown and subconscious - it is, in a way, a 
physical exploration of ideas. The novel effectively deals with male anxieties related to 
colonization, and conquest, of foreign lands, of women, of self and loss of self, and of a 
disconnect to God through both desire (predominantly sexual), but also, in this “new” land, 
the lack of structures that reproduce and maintain religion (i.e. being outside “the city”, 
civilization). Through a loss of orientation (described mainly as a physical loss of orientation) 
a loss of moral orientation follows. This loss of moral orientation is particularly visible in the 
case of Kurtz who has become increasingly corrupted by, and connected with, the wilderness.  
The wilderness, the feminine, the corruptive, and the mystical are thus all interrelated in a 
common frame of Otherness that serves in articulating a particular worldview by, and for, 
“men”. This political, or ideological, dimension of the novel cannot be easily stripped away, 
as it exists not just on the surface level of the novel, but also on a metaphorically structural 
level at which the underlying ideas behind the metaphors used in the novel become 
increasingly apparent. 
However, Conrad did not take into account the ways in which the land of the Congo is 
utilized for the purpose of European exploration (both as exploration of land, but also as 
exploration of the human, or rather the “European”, mind), instead such utilization is 
“naturalized” and viewed as being legitimate. Women and natives are both used for the sake 
of exploring what may be conceptualized as a “Male Psyche” (one in which knowledge is 
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acquired through penetration, moving to new geographical places, and so on), but with little 
regard to the multitudes of psyches present outside of it. 
The (few) female characters present in the novel are depicted largely in accordance with 
Victorian Age views on women. The native woman is presented as being in possession of 
masculine traits (wearing armor, being a leader), and serves both as a manifestation of the 
land itself, but also as a representation of male anxieties regarding sexuality, gender roles and 
Otherness. The native woman contrasts Kurtz’ Intended who is represented as being tedious 
and noble. 
The natives themselves are also depicted in accordance with colonial discourses. They are, 
for example, represented through a NATIVES ARE SHAPES-schema, a representation in 
which they are bereft of agency. Furthermore, the natives, and the land itself, are presented as 
pertaining to an older time, a “prehistoric” period in which the earliest stages of human 
history can be witnessed and explored. This also serves in creating an anachronistic space in 
which natives are juxtaposed with colonizers, further contributing to hegemonic 
constructions. 
Heart of Darkness thus reproduces colonial discourses, but it does so in a complex and, at 
times, ambivalent manner which enables discussions on colonizer/colonized, imperialism, 
gender roles, and anxieties related to loss of moral orientation. In short, Heart of Darkness 
can function as a gateway into the complex and angst-ridden mind of a Victorian Age, 
colonizing man, but it does so at the expense of those constructed as Other. 
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